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The Gap between Career Management Expectations and RealityEmpirical Insights from the IT Industry
Over the course of a few decades, the Information Technology (IT) industry has become an important economic factor in many industrialized countries. For example, in
Switzerland the IT industry accounts for about 4.5% of the national Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (Bundesamt für Statistik, 2017) . However, the IT industry across Europe is well known for suffering from skills shortages (Scholarios et al., 2008) . As a result, it is expected that by 2020 tens of thousands of IT job openings in Germany and Switzerland will lack adequately qualified IT professionals (Braun & Gmünder, 2012; Bundesagentur für Arbeit, 2017) . In addition, voluntary turnover is particularly high in the IT industry compared to the general workforce (Henneberger & Sousa-Poza, 2002 ). This exacerbates the situation for IT organizations, leading to various negative effects. For example, the lack of IT professionals can cause projects to fail (Coombs, 2009) and it can create serious problems regarding customer satisfaction (Scholarios et al., 2008) . Therefore, it has been argued that in the IT industry "strategies that retain key people will [become] at least as important as those that attract new talent" (Murphy, 2009, p. 19 ).
Several studies (e.g., Agarwal & Ferratt, 2002) have suggested that IT professionals' turnover can be reduced if individuals' career desires and needs can be satisfied through organizational career management (OCM). OCM is the process of an organization carrying out activities that are relevant to the career development of its employees (Baruch & Peiperl, 2000) . OCM practices have a close relationship with organizational career planning and its management, such as performance appraisals, formal mentoring or training (Baruch & Peiperl, 2000) . Unfortunately, research indicates that there are major deficiencies in OCM in IT with many companies only implementing very narrow and limited OCM tools (Scholarios et al., 2008 ). Yet, inadequate or bad OCM may increase turnover (Cappelli, 2001) , whereas effectively implemented OCM tools make it possible to create a 'virtuous circle' where career management by individuals and organizations build constructively on each other (Sturges, Guest, Conway, & Mackenzie Davey, 2002 industries, as the IT industry is thought to be prototypical for more general career-related trends (e.g., Gubler, Arnold, & Coombs, 2014) . For example, IT professionals have long been known for their high mobility and turnover rates (e.g., Saxenian, 1996) in volatile labour markets (Scholarios et al., 2008) .
In the following sections, we first present the relevant theoretical background on IT professionals and OCM tools, leading to our research questions. We then describe our method and present the results, which leads to a discussion of our findings, the practical implications and the limitations of this study.
Changing Career Paths, Skill Requirements and the Role of OCM
Innovation in IT is considered a key trigger for a wide range of economic and societal changes. For example, digitalization may substantially change organizational processes and individual job profiles in various industries, such as in healthcare (e.g., Gastaldi & Corso, 2012 ). Yet, the IT industry itself is also directly affected by these technological innovations.
IT professionals' work environment, their roles, responsibilities, customers, and the knowledge required are often no longer the same as they were only a few years ago. As a consequence, many individual career paths in IT have also drastically changed. In the early days of IT, there was a limited set of roles with very distinct and typical career paths (Kraft, 1977) . Nowadays, such predefined career paths can hardly be found in organizations. Due to the fast growth of the IT industry, there is a much broader range of people working in manifold roles (Niederman, Moore, & Yager, 1999) . The variety of careers in IT and the specialization therein have grown substantially as well, all of which has resulted in increasingly flexible and unpredictable career paths in this industry (Loogma, Ümarik, & Vilu, 2004) . Furthermore, the rapid technological development in IT constantly requires the acquisition of new skills (e.g., mastering a particular programming language) and makes old ones obsolete. This increases pressure at work, for example, for programmers who lack the latest skills required (Scholarios et al., 2008) . Thus, OCM is crucial both for IT professionals as well as for their employers.
The main purposes of OCM are to ensure that the organization has a sufficient number of adequately trained staff for current and future needs, to improve employee productivity and to retain employees with high performance or critical skills (Creed & Hood, 2009 ). The basic underlying assumption is that OCM (e.g., training activities) will positively affect peoplerelated outcomes (e.g., attitudes, motivation). OCM tools have been reported to increase productivity and satisfaction among IT professionals (e.g., Ferratt & Short, 1988) , as well as to reduce turnover rates (e.g., Agarwal & Ferratt, 2002) . In order to be effective, OCM requires a systematic approach that can respond to the needs of the individual as well as integrate organizational requirements (Lips-Wiersma & Hall, 2007) .
One recurring argument against providing extensive OCM is that it may equip welleducated and more flexible employees to look for new jobs and leave their current employers (e.g., Scholarios et al., 2008) . This is a dilemma, especially for organizations that rely on highly qualified employees, even though newly acquired skills may not be as portable as often feared by managers (O'Mahony & Bechky, 2006) . However, anecdotal evidence from IT companies in Switzerland suggests that the provision of OCM can-in contrast-serve as a key attractor and retention tool for highly skilled professionals in a labour market with a shortage of adequately trained specialists. For example, Zühlke Engineering AG (an international software and engineering company) invests 12% of its revenues in OCM, and each employee is granted 20 days per year that can be individually and freely dedicated to OCM-related activities. This makes Zühlke an attractive employer for highly qualified applicants. Turnover is low, and the company has steadily grown over the last decade, even in times of severely dry IT labour markets (www.zuehlke.com, Heer, 2008) . Overall, however, it seems that the relevance of OCM is not yet fully acknowledged across the IT industry, even though IT organizations tend to spend more on OCM than companies in other industries (Colley, 2008) . According to Scholarios et al. (2008) , often only narrow and very limited OCM tools are in place, particularly among small and medium-sized IT enterprises.
In conclusion, IT organizations may be well advised to provide effective OCM. Yet, Managers as well as non-managers in IT-related roles were surveyed, but IT contractors were excluded from the survey, as they were unlikely to have access to OCM tools. The survey was sent to potential participants directly by the Human Resource Management (HRM) department or the top management in each organization. As organizations did not know who participated and the research team was not supplied with any contact information of the participants, these were able to preserve their anonymity. The survey was provided in English, German and French.
Measures
For this study, 19 OCM tools were identified. The selection was based on HRM and IT literature (e.g., Agarwal & Ferratt, 2002; Baruch & Peiperl, 2000) , as well as based on the authors' individual domains of expertise in (respectively) career research, IT career research, and being an IT OCM practitioner in a multi-national corporation. To ensure that the participants had a common understanding of all scale items, each OCM practice was briefly described in a help menu (see Table 1 ). The list was presented in random order to each participant to avoid potential response bias.
Respondents were first asked to select the five OCM tools that they felt would be most useful to them, regardless of the actual availability of these practices. Then, they had to select those five OCM tools that they thought were most easily accessible to them, regardless of the perceived usefulness of these tools. and qualifications, our sample did not show any significant demographic differences compared with the overall population of IT professionals in each country (e.g., E-Skills UK,
2008).

Results
As a first step, various types of frequencies were calculated for each of the 19 OCM tools, as shown in Table 1 . In addition to the totals for usefulness and availability, a distinction was made between three groups of respondents: first, those who felt that a particular tool was both useful and available to them; second, respondents who thought a particular tool would be useful to them but did not rank that tool as one of their top five accessible OCM tools; and third, respondents who had access to a particular tool but did not list that tool as one of their five most useful OCM tools.
-Insert Table 1 - Table 1 , the perceived usefulness of each tool was contrasted with its availability. Figure 1 provides that comparison, showing which tools were perceived as the most useful ones.
-Insert Figure 1 -
Overall, on-the-job learning opportunities were considered as the most useful OCM tool. Functional/technical skills training and personal development plans were rated as the next most useful tools. For all three of them, the perceived usefulness matched well with their availability. The fourth and fifth most frequently named tools, however, showed major gaps between perceived usefulness and availability. Clear criteria for advancement were considered to be highly useful but they were much less often available. Conversely, performance appraisals appeared to be widely available but respondents rated their usefulness much lower.
Outplacement, online communities and career workshops were ranked as the three least useful OCM tools. It was noteworthy that informal feedback and informal career discussions were both considered to be more useful than feedback and career discussions in pre-defined, formal settings. Also, it appeared that functional/technical skills training was regarded as much more useful than interpersonal skills training.
In Figure 2 , rather than looking at the totals of perceived OCM usefulness and availability, only the gap between them is displayed. A negative value indicates that a tool was perceived as more useful than available. Vice versa, positive values indicate that the availability of a tool was higher than its perceived usefulness.
-Insert Figure 2 -
The largest gap between high perceived usefulness and low availability emerged with regard to clear criteria for advancement. Generally, it appeared that OCM tools that can easily be standardized, such as performance appraisals, formal feedback or internal job markets, were perceived as clearly more available than useful. In contrast, tools such as career counselling, career coaching or mentoring, all of which provide highly individualized support but also require individualized solutions, showed distinct differences between relatively high perceived usefulness and relatively low availability.
However, the two figures above do not indicate whether the individuals who felt a particular tool was useful to them actually had access to it. Likewise, neither of them indicates whether the individuals who had access to a particular tool were also those who felt that it was useful. Therefore, Figure 3 does not compare frequencies of perceived usefulness between the 19 OCM tools. Instead, among those participants who selected a particular tool, a distinction is made between those who felt this tool was both useful and available to them, and those who thought it was useful but not among their five most accessible tools. Figure 3 shows that performance appraisals, on-the-job learning opportunities, as well as formal and informal feedback, were all considered as useful and available by at least 50% of the respondents who selected these OCM tools among their five most useful ones.
-Insert Figure 3 -
Remarkably for IT professionals, technical skills training appeared not to be available (as one of the top five tools) to slightly more than half of the respondents who indicated that it would be useful to them. This picture was even more accentuated for OCM tools that provide highly individualized support, such as career counselling, coaching, outplacement, or mentoring.
Those who felt such a tool would be useful to them without having access to it far outnumbered those who thought it was both useful and available. A similar situation could be observed for those who felt clear criteria for advancement would be useful to them. In brief, the majority of the respondents did not seem to have the tools available that they considered useful.
From an HRM perspective, however, the key question is whether the tools provided are actually perceived as useful, which is addressed in Figure 4 . It shows the ratio between those who indicated that a particular tool was both available and useful, and those who had access to that tool without considering it as one of their five most useful tools.
-Insert Figure 4 -
Of all 19 tools, only on-the-job learning opportunities and functional/technical skills training were perceived as useful by a majority of those who had access to them. In other words, most OCM tools did not seem to be perceived as useful by those employees who had access to them. When comparing Figure 3 and Figure 4 , there seemed to be major gaps for most tools regarding the perceptions of those with access to a particular tool and those without access. For example, mentoring was available (as one of the top five tools) to only about 12% of those respondents who thought it would be useful. However, almost 75% of those who indicated that they had access to mentoring did not feel it was one of their five most useful tools.
In sum, in response to RQ1, IT professionals perceived on-the job learning opportunities, functional/technical skills training and personal development plans as the three most useful OCM tools. In terms of RQ2, performance appraisals, on-the-job learning opportunities and informal feedback were the three most widely available OCM tools.
Regarding RQ3, one key finding was that individuals who had access to a particular tool mostly did not perceive it as useful. Further, the gap between availability and perceived usefulness was biggest for standardized tools like performance appraisals. Such tools appeared to be widely available but their perceived usefulness tended to be low. With regard to more individualized tools, such as career counselling, the situation was exactly the reverse.
The perceived usefulness of such tools tended to be clearly higher than their availability.
Discussion
Based on a large sample of IT professionals from Switzerland, Germany, and the UK, this study addressed the current lack of knowledge regarding the career-related support highly qualified employees would find useful, and how this corresponds with the OCM tools they are actually provided. The results highlight various notable aspects.
First, the largest gap between high perceived usefulness and low availability emerged with regard to clear criteria for advancement. This implies that the organizations only partially met the respondents' expectations regarding clarity of their future career paths, as participants would have expected much more guidance and structure for their career planning. This is in contrast to a frequent assumption in the general careers literature, where IT professionals' careers have often been described as highly agentic, flexible and free of organizational constraints (e.g., Saxenian, 1996) . The results in this study caution against underestimating the value IT professionals attribute to OCM. At least for our sample, it seems as if organizations still play (and are expected to play) an important role in providing career support for individuals.
Second, in line with Blessing White (2007), one key finding was the notable gap between the wide availability and the low perceived usefulness of tools that can easily be standardized. The reverse was found for tools that can be well tailored to individuals' requirements. Also, informal approaches were perceived as more useful than formal processes. Hence, individuals tended to find tools more useful that allow them to address their needs as timely and as individually as possible. Standardized tools may be straightforward to implement in organizations, and they arguably provide a reasonable degree of fairness to employees because everybody is treated equally. However, the findings in this study imply that, from an employee's point of view, OCM needs to be much more tailored to individual needs.
A third notable finding was that individuals with access to a particular tool mainly did not seem to find it useful. Conversely, individuals without access to that tool appeared to regard it as highly useful. To some degree, this discrepancy may have been caused by respondents' wishful thinking ('the grass is always greener on the other side'). Individuals may simply have believed that tools unavailable to them could provide them with more substantial and effective support for their careers, whereas actually available tools may tend to lack such idealization. Further, given that various authors (e.g., Doyle, 2000) have highlighted the importance of a careful implementation of OCM tools, one may argue that the tools could have been implemented badly in the participating organizations and that more carefully applied tools might have improved the results. Based on the data in this study it is impossible to assess how well the tools were implemented in each organization. Nevertheless, it seems rather improbable that badly implemented tools alone would fully explain these findings,
given the clear and consistent results across all organizations.
In combination with the above-mentioned gap between standardized and individualized tools, psychological contracts (i.e., mutual expectations between employer and employee beyond the legal contract, Rousseau, 1990 ) may offer an additional explanation for this finding. Inkson and King (2011, p. 43) described how "unspecified and implicit expectations […] lead to a degree of indeterminacy" between employers and employees, and they argued that individual clarifications of psychological contracts may be needed to minimize potential conflicts. It seems plausible that discussions between employers and employees also ought to cover questions regarding OCM because these aspects are "centrally concerned with [an individual's] future working life" (Hirsh, Jackson, & Kidd, 2001, p. 37 ).
Yet, many organizations tend to apply standardized tools, and the availability of OCM tools is rarely discussed at an individual level. Thus, a lack of involvement in the decision process regarding individual career support can arguably lead to unmet expectations of employees and, ultimately, to a reduced perceived usefulness of the OCM tools provided.
Practical Implications
Although understanding what kind of career support employees require is paramount, the findings in this study suggest that the provision of targeted OCM tools may need improvement in many organizations. This leads to various practical implications that can help organizations to strengthen their OCM.
First, in line with Baruch (2009) , no generally applicable "best practice" may be available for organizations. That is, HRM representatives must not simply try to apply a set of
OCM tools that appears to work in a different organization. Rather, they should define their own set of OCM tools, matching the specific needs and requirements in their organization.
Thus, a thorough understanding of the specific organizational requirements is key, and such in-depth knowledge crucially depends on a thorough understanding of individual expectations. Not surprisingly, therefore, the HRM representatives of all participating organizations considered the results of this study as highly relevant for their future OCM planning.
Second, HRM managers should not expect that employees find all the OCM tools provided in the organization useful. To increase the match between organizational OCM 'supply' and employees' OCM 'demand', taking the individual perspective into account is crucial. In other words, as part of a wider discussion regarding mutual expectations and obligations, individuals should be given more decision power when it comes to selecting their OCM tools. Valuing employees as individuals, and addressing their individual requirements, sounds like a small thing; yet, if taken seriously, it may require substantial changes to existing HRM processes. Particularly in large organizations, taking an individualized approach to OCM may challenge the prevailing corporate culture. However, the situation displayed in Figure 4 is simply not sustainable for any organization; the amount of wasted time, money and engagement is just too large. Thus, the potential benefits of individually targeted, positively perceived career support should more than outweigh the additional efforts needed to redefine existing processes and the additional time required for more intense discussions with employees.
More individualization in OCM would not only reduce the 'grass is always greener on the other side' effect. It helps organizations to become more attractive employers in a dry labour market (Heer, 2008) , and taking individual perspectives into account can increase employees' overall motivation, well-being and job satisfaction (e.g., Hall, Briscoe, Dickmann, & Mayrhofer, 2012) . As a result, OCM tools may be applied more (cost-)effectively and turnover rates may be reduced. Hence, a better understanding of individual preferences regarding career support can also lead to a more effective usage of the OCM budget. In addition, such individualized approaches would support a proactive and systematic integration of career-related concerns into organizational change management, which contributes to increased employee buy-in in organizational change processes (Lips-Wiersma & Hall, 2007) .
Clearly, the degree to which such individualized OCM approaches can be implemented will vary between organizations. Nevertheless, there are arguably many more options for organizations to take individual perspectives into account than commonly believed. For example, as shown in the results, simply providing (more) informal opportunities to address career-related discussions and provide feedback would help. Overall, thus, asking employees about their preferences is an easy but highly useful first step worth taking towards more effective OCM.
Limitations and Future Research
Although this study is built on a large, multi-national and multi-organizational sample, it focuses on a highly educated and predominantly male sample from one single occupation in three countries in Europe. Thus, even though the IT industry can be regarded as a bellwether for other industries, generalization of the results may be limited to similar settings (e.g., regarding gender, education, or occupation). From a methodological point of view, the crosssectional data collection does not allow the establishment of causal relationships. Further, the limitation to five selectable OCM tools might well have led to the omission of some tools individuals would also think were available and/or useful. Moreover, we acknowledge that the survey only collected dichotomous (rather than Likert-scale-based) self-reported assessments of the participants, and a corresponding assessment by HR professionals or line managers was not included. Lastly, as the degree to which employees find training helpful is not necessarily related to their actual learning outcomes (e.g., Bates, 2004) , the perceived usefulness of the OCM tools needs to be interpreted cautiously.
For future research, it would be valuable to explore OCM preferences of employees from other occupational backgrounds. Also, a key theme to explore further is why and/or when individuals do not value the OCM tools they have access to. These analyses should be expanded, exploring relationships between OCM tools and other relevant variables (e.g., age, gender, job role). Future research may also benefit from giving respondents the opportunity to express freely which tools they would find most useful, rather than presenting them a predefined list of tools, resulting in a more nuanced, more individualized picture of OCM tool preferences and allowing researchers to investigate the most recent trends in OCM. This would provide organizations with highly relevant additional input for refining their OCM processes, helping them to address skills shortage and high turnover rates more effectively. 
